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successors showed a greater disposition to swim with the tide.
Speculation in land became widespread, and a moneyed class
enriched by trade found opportunities for profitable invest-
ment in the purchase and exploitation of the great estates
which were being brought into the market. The effect was
to promote the more thorough utilization of the resources
of the soil and of the mineral wealth beneath its surface;
but at the same time the lack of regard for local custom and
tradition increased the social instability generated by rapid
alterations. In the third place, there already existed all the
elements of a problem which have come to their maturity in
the present century: already there had emerged a conflict
of views between the farmer and the manufacturer : already
there was the insistence that agriculture must be left to
the free play of economic forces—that self-interest (and
not an alleged national interest) must determine the course
of its development. It was this fresh orientation, this new
outlook on the land, which enhances the significance of
Mercantilism in its bearing upon agriculture. The issues
at stake were fundamentally those which have perplexed
statesmen ever since Tudor days. Let us look more closely
at the nature of these issues, and at the policy which was
pursued in connexion with them.
Postulates For centuries it had been considered axiomatic that the
Agrarian primary purpose of farming was to grow corn for the nation,
economics, and to support on the land as large a population as possible.
These were the twin postulates of agrarian economics, in the
light of which all rural questions were discussed and all rural
changes approved or condemned. During the Middle Ages
there was no serious challenge to these postulates. Feudal
military obligations and the economic requirements of his
estate combined to give the lord of the manor a motive
for maintaining a numerous peasantry. In so far as there
was a population problem, it arose from the shortage not
from the superfluity of labour—at any rate, in the years
which followed the Black Death ; and even at other times
the waste or uncultivated land was always at hand to pro-
vide an outlet for any natural increase of the country stock.
It is true that corn was not the only product of the soil:

